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      Thanks for everything, love.
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      This book includes scenes that may be distressing to some readers. Please refer to the appendix at the back of this book for a complete list of these sensitive topics, or visit my website: annacackler.com

      

      Take care of yourselves, loves.
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            Prologue

          

          Calliope

        

      

    

    
      My sisters and brothers called me mad. 

      Their voices echoed between the cracks of the earth, cold and steady as water sliding over stone. 

      “You are mad, sister.” Their voices came slowly, as did the voices of all who were timeless. 

      “You are the space between stones,” they said.

      “You are water in the dark.”

      “You are the breath of the earth.”

      “Do not wish for ears that hear.” 

      “Do not wish for eyes that see.”

      But I knew better. I was not mad. An Owl had told me so. She whispered into me that if I wished hard enough, moved quickly enough, and loved fiercely enough, I could become real. 

      If an Owl could become human, then so could I. 

      And so I closed myself off from my sisters and brothers and collapsed my lowest chambers, compressing so tightly even water could not seep through. Instead, my life’s water pooled up in my center and flowed out of my mouth, where the light was brightest. 

      After all, humans were water, were they not? Then so would I be.

      The noise of the burbling water drowned out the voices of my sisters and brothers. They were too slow, and I must be quick. 

      My caverns flooded, leaving only the barest of ledges around the outside. Right at the center of my dark lake rose a small island, just big enough to curl up on. And when he came—my dragon—that’s where he went. 

      He was so little when he first crawled into my mouth. Just a boy. Small, broken, afraid, and angry. His clothes were threadbare and torn, thin as algae clinging to rock. Dried blood ran down his head from a seeping wound. 

      Someone had hurt him. He walked by my mouth, with his angry sobs echoing inside me. And for the first time, I understood sound. 

      “Who hurt you, little one?” I asked with my newfound voice of wind and damp. 

      The boy froze and swiveled his head toward me. But to him, I was only blackness. A narrow cavern in a hillside, with a gentle stream pouring from my mouth. Moss hung around my entrance in great swaths, softening the smooth stone. 

      He stood in the quiet breeze of a mountain forest, trembling in sudden alarm. The boy peered deep into me, trying to see who had spoken. 

      “Do not be afraid.” I spoke the words as fast as I could, but to him, it must have been very slow.

      “Who are you?” the boy asked in a rasping voice. He had been crying. 

      “I do not have a name.” 

      “Everyone has a name. Come out where I can see you!” He braced his little feet wide apart and clenched his fists in preparation for a fight. 

      “I have not yet learned to move,” I said in response. 

      He lowered his fists slightly and raised his head. “Are you a ghost?” 

      “What is a ghost?” 

      “A dead person.” He took half a step closer. “A specter who hasn’t moved on.” 

      “I have never lived,” I said on a cool wind. “I cannot die.” 

      “Are you a spirit? One of the Old Kind? My friend Darius says the old stories are true, about the Giants and the spirits and things, but I say it’s all rubbish.”

      “The Old Kind?” I echoed. “Yes, I am old.” 

      “Do you eat kids? Because Darius says the spirits eat kids.” 

      “I eat only light. I breathe only air.” 

      The boy considered this for a long moment, biting on a swollen lip. He stared deep into my blackness. “What do you look like?”

      “I do not have a body.” 

      He took another step closer and put one foot directly into my water. The boy peered inside me, but only darkness met his eyes. “How can you talk without having a body? Even the Old Kind have bodies.”

      “I am the absence of earth.” 

      The boy retreated and looked at the smooth stone of my entrance. Then he set his jaw and took three steps through the icy water and into my shadowy antechamber. He peered around, confused. “There’s no one here.”

      “I am here.”

      He cowered slightly, shocked by how my voice came from all sides. Then he straightened with determination. “Are you the spirit of this cave?” 

      “Yes.” 

      “Are you evil?”

      “What is evil?” 

      He paused in the gloom and pulled up his too-large pants. “Do you hurt people?”

      “No.” 

      The boy nodded smartly. “I could build you a body. I could make it out of sticks and moss and things.”

      The spring in my lake gushed a little faster in excitement. A body? A real body?

      “That would be lovely.” 

      “You’d need a name too,” the boy said. “Everyone should have a name. What about Calliope? It means ‘beautiful voice.’ in Old Ambic” 

      “Calliope,” I echoed him. 

      “And I’m Arlo.”

      “Arlo.” 

      “Calliope? Can I come here sometimes? Like when the master gets in a rage? I live at the workhouse in town, see.” 

      “You can come.”

      He brightened. “And I’ll build you a body when I visit. I can start now.”

      “Yes.”

      “And then maybe someday, if I build it right, you can come out with me. I’m going to be a master someday. But not of some stinking workhouse. I’m going to be a good master of a large demesne. And I won’t never beat the kids just for sneaking extra beans at dinner.” He rubbed his head near the scabby cut and winced. “Can I swim out to that island? I bet there’s good clay there. We’ll start with that.” 

      Arlo spent several hours on my island, digging out handfuls of sticky clay and mushing it together. He collected moss to mix in and sticks to give it shape. And by the time darkness spread to the world outside, it looked more or less like a person. 

      “I’ll come back as soon as I can,” Arlo promised while he rinsed himself in my water. Then he ran off down the hill, further than I could see. 

      I considered the body he had built me—a lumpy, shapeless thing melting into the stone of my island. For three whole days, I despaired. I was space, darkness, and water. How could I ever have a body? 

      But then one day, Arlo came back. Just as thin and scrappy as before. But now he had a smiling face and a bright voice. No more tears. And he brought supplies: a bucket, a spade, a ball of bramble twine, and a book. 

      The bucket and spade he used to dig and carry stones, clay, and moss. The twine he used to hold my skeleton of sticks together. The book…that he read to me. 

      “There was this matron when I was little,” he said. “She used to read to us after supper. Everyone should get read to sometimes.” 

      Arlo came the next day too. And the week after that. 

      Every time Arlo visited, he added to my body. He shaped it, set beetle carapaces in my eye sockets, arranged moss on my head for hair, and dove to the bottom of my lake for just the right stones to fill out my form. 

      Time slowed. Or perhaps I sped up to match Arlo. Years passed, and he grew taller. His arms and legs became thick with muscle. No longer twiggy limbs, but sturdy and strong. His voice grew deeper. His clothes began to fit him better. 

      He told me about the workhouse and about the little jar of copper coins he was saving. “So I can get away from this place for good.”

      “You would leave?”

      He grinned. “Not until you can come with me.” 

      Arlo ventured deep into my caverns with a hot candle to guide him. He dove into my life waters, down into chambers that had long been submerged. 

      I told him stories about the old times, before mankind. About the fairies and the Giants, and about my sisters and brothers. 

      And one night, I told him about the Owl who had instructed me to love as hard as I could. 

      “You can love me,” Arlo said into my dark, one arm tucked under his head.  

      “And you can love me.” 

      He turned to look at my body, still and lifeless next to him on my island. It had grown larger over the years, and more shapely as his tastes changed. And even though it had remained inanimate, he had never given up on giving me this gift. 

      “I do love you, Calliope.”  

      “I love you too, Arlo.” 

      He shifted one hand and brushed his knuckles against the cold, stone fingers.

      I felt it. 

      For the first time, after years of wanting, I felt him touch me. I gasped in shock and delight, desperate for more. I poured myself into the feeling of his fingers on mine, into the clay and the stone he had made for me. I filled myself with his words of love, with his promise to take me with him. And finally…finally…I did it. 

      I opened my eyes.
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        Of dragon bone and gristle,

        he has built his home. 

        Far across the boundless sea, 

        where Giants once did roam.

      

      

      
        
        There he gathers to him

        the laughing, loving dark.

        But restless spirits cannot live

        on simple human spark.

      

      

      
        
        And so the Crone and Child,

        with all that comes between,

        find a Balance and a Light.

        The Owl with might unseen.

      

      

      
        
        Time is ne’er forgotten.

        Time is nothing here. 

        Time is coming for us all,

        so hurry home, my dear.
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            One

          

          Gwenna

        

      

    

    
      The call came in the middle of the night. 

      I jerked upright in bed with a gasp, instantly awake, and the movement woke Johnny next to me. 

      The sound was impossible to describe. It might have been a trumpet, but not like any I had ever heard before. It sounded almost like a woman singing or a bird calling? Musical, unbearable, glorious, and wretchedly loud.

      “What? What is it?” John asked, blinking hard against the sleep in his eyes. He glared around our dark bedroom, ready for any danger that might present itself. But there was only the mess and clutter of our daily lives: clothing hanging in the open wardrobe, boots in a tidy row by the door, a stack of books on a table, and a tray of pastries covered in a cloth to keep the flies away. 

      I stared at nothing, only listened as the call went on and on. Though I tried covering my ears, it rang just as loud in my head. 

      “What is it, Gwen?” John asked. “A nightmare? A vision?” 

      I scrambled out of bed, clutching my head and gripping wads of my dark hair. I pulled, trying to distract my senses with pain. Sweat sprang up on my body, causing my thin shirt to cling to my skin. 

      The sound was everywhere. Inside me. I couldn’t get it out. Stop it! Stop!

      “Gwen! What is it?” John leaped off the bed and crouched over me. 

      Moonlight outlined the muscles of his thighs and chest and the calculating expression on his face. His hands hovered a few inches over me, unsure if he should touch me or how he could help. 

      “Talk to me,” he said. 

      “I—” I swallowed hard and pressed on my forehead with the palm of one hand. “I can’t. I⁠—” 

      A wordless cry and a loud thump sounded through the walls of the Greathouse, followed by the angry screams of a baby who had been woken from a sound sleep. Something had disturbed my niece down the hall, and her cries, though muffled, were impossible to ignore. 

      These were normal sounds, real sounds. Not like the note screaming in my head. 

      I gestured toward the door. “Jo.”

      My sister was awake too. Had Josephine been the one to cry out? To knock something over and wake up her daughter? Could she hear this wretched noise too? She was sibylline, like me. Stronger than John. 

      John seemed to come to the same conclusion—that my agitation was sibylline in nature—because he finally closed his hand over my forearm. “Let me hear it.”

      So I pulled him into the roots of my mind and let him see through my eyes and hear through my ears. 

      Immediately, my man groaned with discomfort, the noise filling him too. He screwed up his eyes against it, and his grip became uncomfortably tight on my arm. 

      The angry cries of my niece grew suddenly louder, and our bedroom door burst open. Josephine appeared in the doorway, clutching her one-year-old daughter, Aelin, to her chest. Aelin fussed and cried, shoving her mother’s braid and her own fists into her mouth. 

      “What is going on?” Josephine asked over Aelin’s protests. “What is that sound?”

      John dropped my arm and snatched a blanket off the bed to cover himself. “We don’t know. It just happened. Gwen can’t speak. It’s bad.” 

      I gritted my teeth and lowered my forehead to the floor. I just wanted it to stop. Please, please. Just stop. 

      But the noise continued, vibrating through my entire body, wild and full of life. It wasn’t normal. It couldn’t be real. 

      “Go see Uncle Johnny.” Josephine passed Aelin over to the protesting uncle in question. 

      “Hello, Little Sparrow,” John said to her. “Hush now.” 

      Aelin sniffled against his shoulder, still quite agitated but no longer crying. 

      Josephine got down on the floor next to me and took my clenched fist in her hand. I gripped her fingers tightly but didn’t pull her into my mind like I had done with John.

      Instead, I just let her stay with me and wait it out. 

      And then, as suddenly as it began, the noise stopped. The world came back into focus, and I sucked in a life-giving breath of air. 

      Someone had lit a lamp. John passed Aelin to her father, Aristeidis, who had appeared in the doorway, still half asleep. 

      “What is going on in here? Who had a nightmare?” Aris asked. He bounced Aelin on his hip and made a shushing noise. 

      Aelin put her head down on her father’s shoulder and stuck her thumb in her mouth. 

      “It was something sibylline,” Josephine said, her eyes on me. 

      “A vision?” Aris asked. 

      I sat up, hesitant. Would the sound come back? “No,” I said in answer to Aris’s question. “No, not a vision.” 

      “Some kind of sound,” Josephine said. “A trumpet. But not here.” 

      John helped me up off the floor, and I tugged on the hem of my shirt, thinking hard. “No, it was somewhere else.”

      “Where?” Josephine asked. “I could barely hear it. I think you’re the one who woke me up. You projected very strongly.” 

      “Where was it, Gwen?” John asked in a low voice. 

      “I don’t know.” 

      I studied my man’s face. Large nose, tidy beard, brown hair curling around his ears. The love of my life watched me with deep concern in his eyes. But there was faith there too. Unquestioning. 

      “Can you find it?” he asked. 

      “No!” Josephine said. “Absolutely not. You have no idea what you’d be walking into. Don’t go anywhere!” 

      I ignored my sister. “I think I can.” 

      “Great,” Aris said. “I’m going to put Aelin back to bed. Let me know if you find a djinn or a ghost or something. Bring it home for dinner, just to be polite.” Aris turned with his daughter and left the room without waiting for a response. 

      Josephine rounded on me. “Gwen, don’t. Just wait a minute.”

      John, however, simply handed me the dressing gown draped over the chair. “Do you want me to come?”

      “Gwen! Hold on!” Josephine said. 

      “You couldn’t hear it,” I said to John. “Besides, I can be fast on my own. I can get out quick.” 

      “You don’t even know where you’re going!” Josephine snapped. 

      “I hardly ever do,” I said with a shrug, pulling a pair of muck boots onto my bare feet. 

      Josephine got down on my level while I pulled on my second boot. She forced me to face her with a determined hand on my arm. “Whatever that was, it completely incapacitated you, Gwen! What if you can’t come back? We won’t even know where to look!” 

      “What would you rather I do?” I asked, standing up straight. 

      “Have some visions. Look into the future and the past. Figure out what you’re getting into first.” 

      John sucked in a breath through his teeth. 

      “You mean, visit another reality?” I asked in a cold voice. 

      Josephine clamped her mouth shut with a sour expression. 

      We were close to stoking up an old argument, and nobody wanted to risk crossing a line. I had told Josephine repeatedly I would never visit another reality again. Not ever. Not if there was even the slightest chance I might meet myself there. Because sometimes the other Gwennas were good like me. Caring, careful… 

      And sometimes, they weren’t. 

      “I can’t risk waiting, Jo.” I stomped the heel of my boot on the floor to force it the rest of the way onto my foot. “Whatever made that sound may have already moved on. And there is no way to tell if they’ll do it again. Or if it will be worse. I need to know what it was.” 

      “Take me with you, then,” she said. 

      “No!”

      “I could hear it!” Josephine pointed a stern finger at my chest. “I could hear it. I may be able to help.”

      “And risk Aelin’s mother?” I shook my head. “You have to be kidding.” 

      “Gwen!” she snapped.

      “No! No more arguing. No more wasting time. Just…Just…” I gestured at the floor by their feet. “Just wait here. I’ll be back in a minute.” 

      “Don’t take any risks,” John said, holding my eye. He hitched the blanket higher around his waist. Anyone else caught naked in their room like this would have appeared weak or silly. But somehow, his utter lack of shame only made him more dignified. 

      “Never,” I said, and swallowed hard. 

      The argument with Josephine had momentarily made me forget about the terrifying noise. If it happened again, I’d be able to blink away. It had just been oppressive. That was all. Not incapacitating. So I could still protect myself if I needed to. 

      I swallowed again and nodded once. Josephine crossed her arms over her chest and glared at the wall behind me. 

      I closed my eyes and slipped out of the world. 

      The void was never easy. The currents of time pressed in, urging me forward through the white nothingness. Other worlds called to me, just out of sight but so real. Threads of reality buffeted through the currents. Invisible, intangible. But they made sense to me. If I focused on them, they became simple and easy to follow. 

      I concentrated on the memory of that noise, of what it had felt like in my mind. 

      The thread of reality presented itself, and all I had to do was follow it. Back to my own world and my own time but to a vastly different place. I reentered the world with practiced grace.

      The air was chill on the bare skin of my neck and face, and it smelled of camp smoke and pine resin. The wind blew my sleep-tattered braid back with a healthy gust. There were three minds nearby, but none of them presented any kind of dangerous intent. 

      We stood on a mountainside at night, high up where the evergreens grew narrow and bowed to the wind. My lungs churned, working too hard for the thin air. I pivoted on the spot, and a twig snapped under my foot. 

      Overhead, stars blazed to life in an ocean of brilliance. Below, the countryside was only blackness. A glimmer of reflected moonlight in the distance suggested some kind of sea. 

      “It’s just a possum,” said a man in a low, calm voice. 

      Except he didn’t use those words. He spoke in an entirely different language, one I had never heard before. But because I was listening in on his thoughts, the meaning came through just as clear as if I had spoken his language since birth. 

      I turned back toward the glow of the low campfire, careful not to make even the slightest noise. There, two people lay bundled up in one bedroll: a man and a woman. They huddled together for warmth in the chilly mountain nighttime. 

      About fifty feet to our left, just a bit below and huddled with no fire at all, a third man sat staring up at the sky. Was he their friend? If so, why was he so far away and out of sight? Why didn’t he come to the life-giving flames? 

      But the memory of the horrendous noise had brought me here, to this camp and to these two people. 

      “What’s the matter?” asked the woman. 

      “Nothing,” the man lied. He knew someone or something was in the darkness, but he had no way of guessing what it was. “Just listening. It’s a possum or a raccoon or something.” 

      The woman poked her head out of the bedroll and peered into the darkness just to my left. Then, seeing nothing, she snuggled back in. 

      The woman…Nora. Her name reverberated in the man’s mind. And the man? Eoghan. Yes. He was on her mind as well. 

      Nora spoke next. “So you’ve always wondered about the mountain, I suppose? Because of your Nan’s stories?”

      “They’re just stories,” Eoghan replied. 

      Nora laughed. “You don’t believe that.” 

      Images flashed through Eoghan’s mind. A grandmother telling tales. A mysterious mountain. This mountain where we now stood? 

      Then came the image of Nora playing a little brass trumpet. Of a sound so thrilling, so intensely real it had caused an earthquake. 

      I sucked in a breath. That had been it. Nora had played a magical trumpet of some kind, and it had called to me across countries and oceans. Across the very world. What was it? What was its purpose? Where had it come from? And why now? 

      Whatever it was, Eoghan had tucked it into the bedroll with them and was gripping it tightly beneath the blanket. 

      “They’re just stories,” Eoghan said. “Go to sleep, mapmaker.” 

      I stayed for a few more minutes, but neither of them thought anything useful. Eoghan’s mind was preoccupied with trying not to think about the fact that a beautiful, frustrating woman lay nestled against him, and Nora was pleasantly appreciating the warmth and breadth of his body. She was comfortable for the first time since she had slept in her own bed ten days before. 

      I let out a gentle sigh. These were two future lovers right at the beginning of their story. Neither of them had a single thought to spare for the magical trumpet they carried. 

      But they weren’t the only people on the mountain who might have an answer. The third man sat huddled under a thick fur, with a boulder at his back. Why did he stay away? I needed to find out, but to do so, I needed help. 

      I left Eoghan and Nora to their rest and went back home. 

      “Gwen!” Josephine darted forward when I reappeared in my bedroom. 

      “What did you see?” John asked. He had traded his blanket for a pair of real pants and a wool shirt. 

      “Oh good. You’re dressed,” I said. “I need your help. Both of you. 

      “Slow down, Gwenna,” Josephine said. “Where did you go? What made that noise?”

      I told them quickly about the pair sleeping on the deserted mountainside and the trumpet Nora had sounded. “But there was someone else there. So I need the two of you to help me talk to him. They speak another language, Johnny. Maybe you can recognize it.” 

      “I can try, but don’t pin all your hopes on it,” John said. 

      Josephine put up one hand. “Let me go tell Aris and get some real shoes. Don’t leave without me.” She darted out of the room. 

      As soon as we were alone, John pulled me into a reassuring hug. “You scared me,” he said into my hair.

      I wrapped my arms around his middle. “I scared me too.”

      “It’s been years since you’ve had a—” He hesitated. “An episode.” 

      I laughed once without humor. “Is that what we’re calling it now?” 

      He shrugged. “It wasn’t a vision.”

      “No. It was an artifact. Some kind of relic. This isn’t something a sibylline could have created. And that means…”

      “That means the Old Kind,” John finished for me. 

      “Yes. I’ve found relics before in the Sacred Wood, but they were just little things. Amulets or fairy tools. Nothing of any significance. The strongest by far were the Warding Runes that protect the hollow. But this instrument, Johnny…The sound it made…”

      “I know.” 

      “I don’t think it was meant for me.” I pulled back and caught his eye. “It didn’t command me. It didn’t call to me. It just hurt.” 

      “So who was it meant for?”

      “That’s what I want to know.” 

      Josephine re-entered wearing a work dress and buttoning a coat over her front. “We could just ask the woman who blew it. Nora?” 

      I shook my head. “No. They’re too innocent. I want to ask the man who’s sneaking around. I want to know what he knows. Come.” I extended a hand to each of them, and together we crossed the void, back to the mountain on the other side of the world. 

      We followed the threads of reality toward the man hiding from Eoghan and Nora. When the three of us appeared back into the world, we stood in complete darkness. 

      John and Josephine remained completely still, silent. I gripped their hands, but they knew better than to let go. If we had to make a quick exit, I needed them close. 

      The man hadn’t built a fire, presumably because he didn’t want to advertise his presence. He sat awake, lying back on a boulder and staring up at the sky. A raven on a branch overhead let out a barely there croak and ruffled its feathers. The man smirked at the noise and tucked his fur coat around himself a little tighter. 

      What now? Josephine asked. 

      I’m not sure. I didn’t think this through. I don’t know how to speak to him.

      But John had never been one to waste time in a committee. “Hello there,” he said in a bold voice. 

      The man straightened and searched through the trees until he spotted our forms in the darkness. “Who are you? Where did you come from?” 

      He spoke in the same way Nora and Eoghan had, using words I couldn’t comprehend. But by reading his mind, the meaning came through easily. The question was, how to communicate with him? 

      Through the link created by our joined hands, John and Josephine understood him as well. John answered him in a calm tone. “Don’t be alarmed. We are not here to harm you.”

      But the man didn’t know what John had said. He pulled out a dagger, which gleamed in the moonlight filtering down through the pines. “Stay back. Don’t come any closer. Who are you? Speak plain.” 

      Josephine shook her head. “He doesn’t understand. Make him understand us, Gwen.” 

      “I don’t—” I began with a shrug. “I mean, maybe?” 

      If I could understand him through a sibylline link, then perhaps the process could be reversed. When I spoke again, I pushed my meaning directly into his mind. “Do you understand now?” 

      The man winced and adjusted the grip on his knife. “Witch!” 

      Josephine shrugged and nodded, accepting this as a victory. 

      “We are not here to harm you,” John repeated, and this time, the man understood. “What is your name?”

      “What are your names?” the man spat back. “You’re the one coming to me. What do you want?”

      “I am Gwenna,” I said. “This is my sister, Josephine, and my man, John. We are here to find out what you know about the two people camping up there on the rise. And the instrument they carry.” 

      “Is that so?” asked the man. 

      “Yes.” 

      “Right.” The man’s face remained entirely calm when he lunged forward, knife pointed directly at John.
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      Attacking John was the logical choice, of course. He was by far the biggest and the strongest of the three of us. With him out of the way, the man would be able to handle Josephine and I with little to no trouble. 

      But he never got the chance. With their hands still tightly grasped in each of mine, I blinked all three of us away to the other side of the boulder. 

      The man whirled on the spot, searching the sparse forest for the three witches who had come asking questions. 

      “We’re over here,” John said. “Please don’t do that again.”

      Josephine swallowed hard on my left. Jumps like that could be nauseating. 

      “Sorry,” I said to her in an undertone. 

      She shook her head to dismiss my apology. 

      The man studied us, his wary expression only just visible in the moonlight. “That’s a neat trick.”

      “What is your name?” John asked. 

      The man straightened up and sheathed his dagger. “Fletcher.”

      “His brothers call him Fletch,” I said. 

      Fletcher’s mouth curled. “You’re not family, witch. Fletcher will do.” 

      “Fletcher it is,” I said. Do you recognize the language, John?

      It sounds a bit like Ambic, but I’m not sure.

      I squeezed his hand in thanks, then spoke aloud once more. “Tell us, Fletcher. Why do you hide from Eoghan and Nora?” 

      “It’s cold down here, away from the fire,” Josephine added. 

      “He wants the instrument,” I said, reading his thoughts. “The Clarion, it’s called. He wants to steal it.” 

      Fletcher pursed his lips and shook his head with annoyance. 

      “Why do you want it?” I asked. 

      “Why do you care?” His thoughts veered off on a new tangent. “Who are you people? What do you want?” 

      All three of us fell silent, unsure of how to answer. Fletcher’s thoughts remained inquisitive. Where had we come from? How had we appeared so suddenly? Were all three of us witches or just me? Was it possible to kill us? Or could we be used in some way to his advantage?

      “You have a very strategic mind,” I said. 

      “And you’re very bad at answering questions.”

      “So are you.” 

      Fletcher laughed, and Josephine’s mouth pinched to one side. She wasn’t amused by his cavalier attitude. 

      John, however, was fascinated by him. I’m hearing words I know, but there are also some I don’t. It must be some variant of Ambic. Where are we, exactly? 

      I’m not sure, I replied. 

      “Have you ever heard of a place called Derehan?” Josephine asked. 

      Fletcher’s eyes bounced between us. “No?”

      “What about Authe Ida? The Sacred Wood?” 

      “The Sacred Wood?” Fletcher laughed. “Is that from a fairy tale?” 

      “What about New Ambia?” John asked. 

      “Of course I’ve heard of Ambia,” Fletcher said. “That’s what this land was called in the Middle Ages. Why?” 

      Are we in a different time? John asked. 

      No. 

      He said Ambia, not New Ambia, Josephine added. Maybe this is where the Ambics came from originally. Across the sea.

      Fletcher grew impatient. “What is with all the questions? What the fuck do you three want from me?” 

      “My sister believes we are very far from home,” I said out loud. 

      “Does she?” Fletcher crossed his arms over his chest, his biceps bulging, and leaned back on his heels. 

      The raven flitted to a branch nearer to Fletcher and eyed us. Maybe it was some kind of pet.

      “This makes me wonder,” I continued. “If we could hear the Clarion’s call from so far away, across the Arigua Ocean itself, what else heard it?” 

      There! That did it. For just an instant, memories flashed through Fletcher’s mind. Mental images of wild, giant people towering over the mountains. Giants, as Fletcher had imagined them. Imagined, but never seen. 

      I slipped my hands free of John and Josephine’s grasp. My sister made a low noise of protest. 

      Ignoring Josephine, I stepped closer to Fletcher. He uncrossed his arms and grew wary. Fletcher took a step back, then another, while I closed the distance between us. 

      “Giants?” I asked. 

      Fletcher tilted his head to one side. This close, I could detect a hint of red in his hair and beard. 

      “Sleeping?” I asked. 

      His thoughts continued to reel onward in a jumble of information. Memories and mental images tumbled over each other, impossible to separate. 

      “Warriors,” I said breathlessly. “You want to command them. That is why you want the Clarion. You want to take it to the peak and sound it there. To wake them up.” 

      “You didn’t know what the Clarion was called,” Fletcher said. “You are far from home, aren’t you?” 

      “The world is wide. And time flows ever onward.”

      We should go home, Josephine thought to us. Kerric should know about this.

      She’s right, Gwen, John agreed. These Giants don’t concern us. This is not our war. We don’t even know where we are. 

      I turned to study John’s face. Fletcher immediately began calculating the best way to incapacitate me while my back was turned—a knife between the ribs, jabbed sharply upward under my left arm. The mental image of it made me sick, but I couldn’t shut him out. I needed to be ready in case he acted on this plan. 

      They’re the Old Kind, I thought to John and Josephine. They’re my kind.

      We’re your kind, Josephine replied with a soothing feeling. 

      Behind me, Fletcher reached for the dagger sheathed in his belt. 

      “Please don’t,” I said, and he froze. I looked him in the eye with a pleading expression. “Please don’t make me stop you.”

      Fletcher held my gaze, his eyebrows lowered. 

      “Please,” I said again. 

      Gwen. John’s voice was a balm in my mind. No instruction, no encouragement. No assurances that coercing Fletcher was right if it meant protecting myself. Just my name. Just me. 

      Fletcher slowly replaced his half-drawn dagger in its sheath. “Where did you come from, little witch?” 

      “From my bed,” I said, tired. 

      John’s heavy footsteps were loud through the thick, rustling carpet of pine needles. He put an arm around my waist, and I leaned against him. I hadn’t noticed how cold I was until his warmth went around me. 

      “Then go back to your bed,” Fletcher said, “and don’t come back to this mountain. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay away. You’ll go home and live every moment you have left to you. Not even you will survive what’s coming.” 

      “Why? What’s coming?” 

      “If I can get my hands on that Clarion—” he pointed up the hillside, where Eoghan and Nora slept in a huddle, oblivious—“then hopefully nothing will happen. My people will get to New Haven, and that will be that.” 

      “Are you a conqueror, Fletcher?” Josephine asked. 

      “I’m an adventurer.”

      “Is your general a conqueror?” she asked, undeterred. “If this is war, then you must have a general.” 

      Fletcher said nothing. His thoughts were a blur of unfamiliar faces, of friends or brothers. A fair-skinned woman with short hair and a blond man with a confident ease. Images of great fires, barrels of pitch, and refugee camps flashed through his mind. Images of war. 

      But one specific face kept cropping up. A man with brown hair and a rider’s frame, handsome and heroic. A brother. A leader. 

      “Dragon,” I said. 

      Fletcher grinned. “You’re something of a dragon yourself.”

      John tightened his arm around me. 

      “An owl,” I corrected. 

      Fletcher frowned and went very still. And then something strange happened. His thoughts went fuzzy. Completely indecipherable. The handsome man he thought of as a dragon appeared in the fog, but then nothing. 

      “The Owl?” he asked. 

      I peered up at him, gripping John’s hand for dear life. Do you feel it? The fog?

      John nodded sharply. 

      The fog in Fletcher’s mind obscured everything: emotion, thought, memory. It came and went in billowing wafts, as if there was a specific thought dancing through his mind that simply refused to be read. 

      “That name means something to you?” Josephine asked. “The Owl?”

      The fog returned at the mention of my nickname. It was like being numb or blind or both. 

      “Prove it,” Fletcher said. “Prove to me that you’re her. That you’re the Owl.” 

      “How can I prove it?” I asked. “Who is the Owl to you?” 

      He shook his head, clearly agitated. “No. Not another word until you prove it.” 

      Fletcher reached for my left forearm. I was so surprised he actually managed to grab me and twist my arm up to the moonlight. 

      But John didn’t need my sibylline skills to defend himself or me. Before Fletcher could wrench up the sleeve of my shirt, John had pried Fletcher’s fingers off, and a knife gleamed at his throat. 

      “Touch her again and you’ll have me to deal with,” John said. “And I’m not a witch like her. I do things the old-fashioned way.” He shoved Fletcher so hard the other man tripped over his own feet and crashed to the ground. 

      John dragged me backward before Fletcher could get himself together. He grasped Josephine’s outstretched hand. “Take us home, Gwen.” 

      I locked eyes with Fletcher, and that impenetrable fog clouded over his thoughts once more. His eyes reflected the moonlight like a cat, and his red hair glowed in the darkness. I couldn’t read that expression in his eyes. Brows lowered, mouth tight. Was that anger? Vengeance? Excitement? 

      “Gwen!” John hissed in my ear. 

      Fletcher got back to his feet, staring me down like a dog. His first step forward was so sure, so confident, it terrified me. 

      I didn’t know how to deal with this man. Fletcher knew something that didn’t want to be known. He knew me. I clutched my left forearm to my chest protectively. What had he expected to see there when he grabbed me? 

      Fletcher took another step forward, and I balked. I pulled John and Josephine through the void with me, back home to my bedroom.
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      John, Gwen, and I went straight to my brother’s rooms and woke him up. Aris came in shortly after, having found a nurse to sit with Aelin while she slept. 

      Last to arrive was Garreth, Kerric’s son and my nephew. Though he was a few years my junior, he was at least six inches taller than me. He arrived fully dressed in the same clothes he had been wearing at dinner that night. Clearly, he had never gone to bed at all, a habit that no longer surprised me. He’d been having trouble sleeping for two years. 

      “Now that we’re all here,” Kerric said with a heavy sigh, “why did you wake us all up in the middle of the night? What happened?” 

      Josephine lost no time. She launched into the story, starting with waking up to my distress and the sound of the Clarion and ending with our return to my bedroom. John interjected once or twice to add a bit more information. 

      I, however, sat in John’s usual spot by the window, staring out at the dark, starless night. There would be rain in the morning, or maybe sooner. I could smell it. 

      When Josephine and John agreed the full story had been told, the room fell into silence. 

      “Did you hear anything?” Kerric asked his son, but Garreth just shook his head once, eyes on the floor. 

      Garreth was sibylline, but not like Josephine and me. The trait ran strong in our family. But Garreth’s gift was a block. He could prevent sibyls from breaking into his mind and could even shield other minds with effort. The only one he couldn’t fully keep out was me, but he put up a good fight every time. I hadn’t tried entering his mind at all in the last two years. 

      The fact that he couldn’t hear the Clarion was no surprise. Even if he could have, he had been keeping his shields airtight for the last two years. Asleep or awake, Garreth’s mind was a vault, and I had no intention of breaking through ever again. 

      I turned back to the window and breathed in the fresh, damp air that blew in through the open pane. I held my left forearm with my right hand, worrying over the smooth skin. What had Fletcher expected to see on my arm? 

      “You’re being awfully quiet, Gwenna,” Kerric said. 

      I pressed my lower lip upward into my teeth. 

      “It’s not like you to have no opinion,” he continued. 

      Everyone waited for me to speak, but I just couldn’t. My mind was too full. 

      “Why did you tell me this, then?” Kerric asked. “There must be some reason why you thought I should know. That we should all know.” 

      “If the Giants are real…” I said in a low voice. “If they’re real and if the Clarion really will wake them up…”

      “Which seems likely, considering what it did to you,” John added. 

      I gestured to him with one hand, accepting this logic. “Then it seems very likely that someone—either Fletcher or Eoghan and Nora—will sound it again very soon. Their aim is the Cavern of the Giants at the top of the mountain. When they reach it, they will sound the Clarion again.”

      “And then what?” Kerric asked. 

      I shook my head, still staring out the window. “I don’t know.” 

      “Where were you? How far away from Derehan?”

      “We don’t know,” John said. “The language was some variation of Ambic. It had archaic syntax, and the accent was very thick. But I did recognize about half of the words once I knew what to listen for.” 

      “New Ambia is an island nation,” Kerric said. “If this land you visited shares roots with New Ambia, then it stands to reason that you were across the Arigua Ocean.” 

      “That stands to reason,” Josephine said. “He recognized the name ‘Ambia’. He said that was the ancient name of that land where we were.”

      Garreth let out an incredulous hiss of air through his teeth. 

      “No one in recorded history has ever crossed the Arigua,” Kerric said. “It’s too wide. Ships cannot carry enough supplies. That means that whatever happens there can have very little impact on Derehan.” 

      I turned, finally ready with an opinion. “The world is wide, but it is one world, Brother. And when the Old Kind are involved, things become infinitely more complicated. Fletcher insinuated that something is coming that not even we will survive.”

      “And we’re just going to take his word for it?” 

      “Of course not.” But this was a point I had already moved on from. Of course I would seek more information about the Giants. I wanted to know more about the war between Eoghan, Nora, and Fletcher’s two peoples, and I would absolutely find out where the Clarion had come from and how it worked. 

      But all I could think about was the fact that Fletcher knew my name. He’d expected to find some visible mark on my arm. And that fog—what had caused that fog in his thoughts? 

      “Gwen!” Kerric waved to get my attention. “What are you thinking?” 

      “I need more information.”

      Josephine cut her eyes in my direction, but she held her tongue. 

      “So get it,” Kerric said. “But be careful. I don’t like things I don’t understand. Especially when you’re involved.” 

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. 

      “You know exactly what it means, you brat.” Kerric leaned heavily on his desk to stand up. 

      “You’re a brat,” I shot back, but only half seriously. 

      “Okay.” John held out a hand to help me up from the window seat. 

      “What? I’m only kidding,” I said, taking his hand. 

      John led me to the door. “I know.”

      “And he called me a brat first.”

      “That’s because you are one,” Kerric said in a tone only brothers possessed. 

      I had just enough time to stick my tongue out at him before John ushered me out the door. 

      “Are you twelve years old?” John asked with a laugh. 

      “I wish. The worst thing I ever had to worry about when I was twelve years old was if my shoes needed a hole repaired.” 

      “But imagine what twelve-year-old you would have given for the chance to see a real Giant.” 

      That thought stopped me in my tracks right in the middle of the darkened hallway. I stared up at him. “I didn’t think of that, but you’re right. If they wake up the Giants of their land, we would be able to see them for ourselves.” 

      “I don’t know about you,” he said, “but a worry-free life of mending shoes sounds boring as hell. I’d take the Giants every time. But not right now. Let’s go back to bed.” 

      I squeezed his hand once. “I’ll never be able to sleep now. I’m going to get some fresh air.”

      “Are you sure?” His brown eyes were steady on my face. 

      I nodded. 

      “Don’t do anything dangerous. Don’t go running off without me.” 

      I rose on my toes and pressed a firm kiss to his mouth. “I promise. Never again.”

      He put a hand behind my neck and lingered on my lips for a few seconds longer. His beard tickled my chin. 

      “Never again,” he confirmed. 

      John ascended the stairs, and I went outside with my thoughts. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Valheid was a large city, and therefore it never really slept. If a person knew where to look, they could find a bar, kitchen, brothel, or game room open somewhere, with a cozy light to welcome them out of the cold, stone streets. 

      But I wasn’t searching for company tonight. At least, not the company of strangers. 

      I sat for a long time on the front steps of the Greathouse, overlooking the quiet square out front. In a few hours, the lucky merchants who had won their places in this desirable square would be opening their stalls and laying out their wares: cloth, spices, services, leather, beauty treatments, accessories, and sundries of all kinds. 

      And shortly after sunrise, customers would come, and the square would fill up with noise. 

      As boring as my youth in the Sacred Wood might have been, I did sometimes miss the tranquility there. I could go back, just for a few hours. Just to rediscover my innocence for a little. Maybe I’d have the space and peace to think about Fletcher’s alarm at learning my title. 

      Once again, I wrapped my right hand around my left forearm. He had been so sure he would see something there on my skin, if only he could get my sleeve out of the way. But there was nothing there. Not even a birthmark or a freckle. If he had tried to see my right leg, then maybe it would make sense. The scar on my calf was hard to miss. Everyone knew about it. They all saw it during the hot summer months, when I wore shorter skirts and pants to stay cool. 

      But of course, thinking of my scarred leg brought back memories of how I had gotten that scar. The day I had met John, an anonymous soldier in the Sacred Wood had shot me with an arrow. 

      The infection had nearly killed me, but John had brought me to a healer in Barano, and she had saved me. Mariah. The thought of her brash demeanor, her no-nonsense attitude, and her compassion brought a longing to my heart. Suddenly, I knew exactly whose company I needed. The fact Mariah had been dead and gone two years made no difference to me. 

      Without a second thought, I blinked away from Valheid and reappeared outside Mariah’s house in Barano. It was still the same night. 

      Mariah’s house looked much the same as it had on that fateful night when she’d saved my life. Built in a stubby L-shape, the roof pitched sharply and came almost all the way to the ground. Lots of large windows would let in plenty of light, and a narrow second story housed a couple of bedrooms. Inside one of those upper bedrooms was the first real bed I had ever slept in. 

      But since Mariah had died, someone else had moved in. A small family of flax farmers with two little toddlers who ran about during the day. Their toys were scattered over the narrow porch, and the windows were dark for the night. Everyone inside would be asleep. 

      But I didn’t want to see them anyway. I didn’t even know their names. So I closed my eyes and slipped backward in time four years, to a day in mid-spring. The air was cool and crisp, but the sun was warm on my face. I kept my eyes closed and just breathed. The scent of hyacinths, roses, poppies, rosemary, and basil perfumed the air, with fresh pine underneath. The wind blew through the high canopy, creating a faraway shush that brought back stark memories of my youth among the ancient trees in the Sacred Wood. 

      “How long you been standing there like an idiot with your eyes closed?” 

      The familiar voice brought a smile to my lips. Blunt, with hard consonants and hasty grammar. 

      I opened my eyes. Mariah stood on the porch with a pail in one hand. She wore simple gray work pants with a stained apron over them. Her hair was black with a streak of white on the right side, and her expression was one of complete incredulity. 

      “Did I know you were coming for a visit?” she asked. “Quit standing there, girl, and come out back. You can help me muck out the chickens.” 

      I pulled a face that plainly said I had not come here to work, but Mariah had already bustled off around the corner of her house and didn’t see. 

      “I’m coming,” I said with a rueful smile. 

      Behind Mariah’s house sprawled the garden, where she grew her cabbages, beans, beats, and corn. And behind the garden stood her grand chicken coop. Mariah’s chickens lived in luxury. She had built elaborate roosts and nest boxes with lids that lifted for easy access, and she had hung cabbages from swinging ropes for the chickens to peck at. The coop itself sat adjacent to a large, fenced yard, where at least thirty chickens were eating grass and digging for bugs in the thick leaves under an elm tree. 

      By the time I arrived in the doorway of the coop, Mariah had resumed shoveling the mess from under the roosts. Her bucket was half-full already, and she was breathing hard with the effort. 

      “There’s some more gloves there,” she said, pointing with her elbow. 

      “I’ve never met anyone who loves their chickens as much as you do.” I pulled on the gloves. A speckled mother hen tottered by with ten little balls of fluff trailing behind her, every one of them a different color. 

      “Chickens are the single best gift mankind ever received from the old gods.” Mariah grunted and heaved another shovel of soiled litter into her bucket. “Food, companionship, and beauty. What more could a person ask for?” 

      She stood up to stretch her lower back, and a small, black, fluffy chicken ran up to her, clucking for attention. Mariah scooped up the friendly little bird and tucked her under one arm. The chicken immediately closed its eyes and began to make low, very bird-like purring noises. 

      Mariah pointed at the bucket, then at the door. “You can dump that in the compost outside.” 

      I picked up the bucket and did as I was told. “What have you been up to lately?” 

      “Small talk?” Mariah asked, incredulous. “What do you take me for? Some kind of fair-weather friend? Why did you come here? You look old. How old are you now?” 

      “I don’t answer that question, Mariah. You know that.” I plopped the empty bucket back down to be filled up again. 

      Mariah passed me the black chicken, which squawked and jumped out of my hands in a flurry of flapping wings. 

      Mariah threw up one hand, annoyed. “You’re not holding her right!”

      “She doesn’t like me,” I said. 

      “Her brain is the size of a pea. She doesn’t know ‘like’ from a hole in the ground. You let her get her feet under her, and she’ll bolt.” 

      “She doesn’t come running up to me for attention.” I gestured at the empty door where the hen had exited. 

      “That’s because she doesn’t like you.” 

      I swung out both hands, my mouth gaping. There was no logic with this woman. 

      Mariah turned back to her shoveling, though she only got another couple of scoops before she stopped again, breathing hard. She winced and clutched her stomach as if in pain.

      “Are you all right?” I asked. 

      “Just a cramp. I’m too old for this work. And don’t you go thinking I’ve forgotten my question. It’s not hard to guess why you’re always coming back in time to see me. It’s because I’m not there in your time. And you won’t tell me how old you are because you don’t want me to guess how much time I have left. You’re not that hard to figure out, you know.” 

      I dropped my hands to my sides and let my breath out in a woosh. “I’m still not going to tell you how old I am.”

      “Are you also going to be tight-lipped about why you came here?”

      “Can’t I just come for a visit with one of my oldest friends?” 

      Mariah let out a single, harsh laugh. “Ha!” 

      I took the full bucket outside again. “I don’t want to talk about it. I just needed to get away. Clear my head.” 

      “Let it stew, huh?” Mariah asked. “Well, there’s nothing better than work when something needs to stew. Here. You can do the shoveling.” 

      I smiled. Michael used to say the same thing. There is nothing better than work to ease the mind.

      “So what happens to my house after I die?” Mariah asked. 

      I sighed and scraped up a shovel-full of soiled chicken litter. “Do you have to be so morbid?”

      “I’m not morbid. I’m curious. And since I assume you won’t tell me how I die…” 

      She let the statement drag out and eyed me meaningfully. Clearly, she wanted me to offer the information on my own. 

      But the memory of discovering Mariah in the dead place, just another body in a pile of carnage Theo had left behind over the centuries…It was too much. I had no idea why Theo had done it, and I had no intention of seeking her out in the past to find out.

      “No,” I said simply.  

      Mariah waved away my refusal. “Then tell me about my house. Someone else must move in, am I right?”

      “A family. Flax farmers. They have twin toddlers that leave their toys all over the porch.” 

      To my surprise, a satisfied smile spread across Mariah’s face. “So it’s soon, then. I suspected Aurora was carrying twins. She’s too big for it to be just one baby.” 

      My shoulders dropped. “Are you serious? You know them?”

      “Did you think I’d leave my house to just anyone? You really are easy to figure out. Pfft!” She blew her hair out of her face and leaned against the lintel. “Aurora and Cael are very good friends of mine. I grew up with Aurora’s father, and she lived with me for a time after he died.”

      I crammed the shovel back into the muck under the roosts. “Tell me about her.” 

      “Ha! You just want to change the subject.”

      “So?”

      Mariah laughed, her face wrinkling with joy. “All right. Fine. Change the subject if you must. Pass me that shovel, will you? Did I tell you about my neighbors down the way? How they’ve been feuding for generations and now a couple of the younger ones have gone and fallen in love with each other?”

      I snorted out a laugh. “No.”

      “It’s a whole mess. Listen here…”

      I stayed with Mariah for the rest of the afternoon, listening happily while she gossiped about everyone she knew. We finished mucking out her chicken coop and laid out freshly dried hemp under the roosts. Afterward, she fed me a little cinnamon cake and mended the hem of my pants, which had fallen out at some point during the afternoon. 

      “Okay, go home,” she said, when I yawned for the third time in a minute. “You need a nap, clearly. What time was it when you left?”

      “Midnight. You’re right. I should get some sleep.” 

      I hugged Mariah goodbye, and she pushed another slice of cake into my hands. “For that captain of yours.”

      “Thank you, Mariah.” 

      I blinked back to my room about two minutes after I had parted ways with John. That was one of the benefits of being able to travel through time—I could always go back and get a little more sleep if I needed to. 

      John jumped when I appeared and made a half-hearted attempt to cover himself with the shirt he had just removed. “Hellfire! You scared me. I thought you were going out for air?”

      “I did. I’ve been to see Mariah. Here, she sent this for you.” I passed him the cinnamon cake, which got a smile out of him. 

      “Breakfast,” he said, placing it on the table in a napkin. “Did she wear you out? Can you sleep?”

      “I think so.” 

      “What did she make you do?”

      “Muck out her chicken coop.” 

      John grinned. “Come to bed, love.” 

      I pulled off my boots, stripped down to nothing, and snuggled up under the blanket, skin to skin with my man. He wrapped me up in his strong arms. Comfort and security washed over me like a balm. 

      But even though drowsiness swept through my body, even though I was right where I was supposed to be, a few thoughts chased me to sleep. 

      Giants. The Old Kind. Fog in a man’s thoughts. 

      And somewhere in a faraway land where I had never been, warlords and adventurers knew my name. They told stories about the Owl, and they were afraid.
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      It was high summer in Derehan, and that meant hay season. The grass had grown “high as a donkey’s eye,” as my friend Sinead liked to say. So regardless of any sleepless nights had by the ruling family, we all had to get up and work the next morning in the north field. 

      The morning after the Clarion, I put aside my normal duties and set out with everyone else on this particularly demanding chore. Sinead and I were tasked with baling the dried hay and driving the carts that carried it to storage barns on the east side of town. 

      We spent the next two days working our hands raw. Stacking, bundling, and heaving the bales onto the carts. Josephine ran about with Aelin on her back, her daughter’s golden curls bouncing in the hot wind. 

      The work was a blessing, just like Michael and Mariah had always said. It kept my mind off that terrible night Nora had sounded the Clarion. Whenever thoughts about the Old Kind intruded, I pulled harder on ropes and toggles to secure a bale. Or when I felt the need to examine my left arm for the millionth time, I attacked the drying hay even more vigorously with the rake. 

      “Why do you avoid it so much?” Josephine asked during lunch on the third day. She spoke in an undertone so no one around would overhear. “I thought you wanted more information.” 

      I stared at the beef and mushroom pie in my hands and picked at the flaky, buttery crust. “I do want to know more, Jo. But I also don’t want to interfere in whatever is happening there. Kerric is right. It is so far away, and it’s not our concern. Not our war.” 

      “It’s not our concern because we can’t do anything about it,” Josephine said. “But you can.”

      “And what exactly do you want me to do? Go over there and decide for them who gets to keep the Clarion? Who gets to win that war?” 

      “No. But⁠—”

      “If they sound the Clarion again, and if it really does wake up some legendary Giants, then I’ll go back. But in the meantime, I have responsibilities here.” 

      Josephine’s shoulders dropped, and she closed her mouth. 

      “Bite! Bite!” Aelin said, waving her chubby arms. Josephine broke off a bite of her own pie and gave it to her daughter, who shoved it in her mouth with relish. 

      “Here, have mine, sweetheart.” I passed Aelin the last chunk of my lunch since I hadn’t had much of an appetite for the last two days. 

      Aelin grabbed my pie and jammed the entire mass into her face like a starving person. Chunks of mushrooms and gravy ran between her little fingers, down her chin, and into her mother’s lap.

      “Oh, thanks,” Josephine said, lifting her daughter away to try and avoid too much of the mess. 

      A giggle bubbled up my throat, and I leaned into the nice feeling. I had a family. Growing up with Michael in the Sacred Wood, it had never occurred to me to expect this. But now that I had it, I never wanted to give it up. 

      “That’s the way to do it, Little Sparrow,” I said to Aelin with a pat on her curly head. She garbled nonsense at me in response, and I went back to work. 

      I passed Sinead where she sat with her brother, Dan, the pair of them with their heads together in close conversation. 

      “Are you done eating already?” Sinead asked with a hesitant expression when I approached. She was my bailing partner, and clearly she wasn’t ready to leave her discussion with Dan. 

      I waved off her concerns. “No, no. Don’t rush to get back to work. I’ll be at the wagon when you’re ready.” 

      I walked back to the field alone, with the sun beating down on my head and shoulders. But when I arrived at the wagon, I found an unexpected visitor waiting for me. 

      My nephew, Garreth, was petting my mule under the shade tree, where we had tied him up to graze on the tall grass. Garreth gave the mule one last friendly swipe as I cautiously approached. He stuck both hands in his pockets and furrowed his eyebrows, staring at my feet. 

      “Hello,” I said from several feet away. 

      He nodded once in greeting but said nothing at all. 

      It had been nearly two years since the last time Garreth had voluntarily sought me out for a conversation, and even longer than that since we’d had a friendly encounter. For a very long time, we had been good friends. As close as a nephew and aunt could be. I had taught him how to strengthen his mental shields, and he’d helped me grow as a sibyl in the process. We had attended festivals and dinners together, worked in the fields, and sat long nights by the fire, telling stories and cracking jokes. The pair of us were the young ones in the family, and we had bonded over it. 

      But ever since that horrible day when Sasha had appeared in the Greathouse, Garreth hadn’t been the same. Though Sasha had been at least fifty years old, she had grown up in the dead place where time stood still, so she had appeared as a child. Stabbing her had affected Garreth more than any of us could say. 

      Though sometimes, when I couldn’t sleep and the darkness of night crept up on me, I wondered why I wasn’t as hurt as he was. Because I had also stabbed the childlike murderer. I had looked her right in the eye and sank my dagger into her throat. And I had watched her face—my face—as she died. 

      I had killed someone who had my face, and I’d never lost a single night’s sleep over it. 

      “It’s a good day for it,” I said lamely, gesturing at the hay cart and the general sunshine, which was a harsh contrast to my thoughts at that moment. 

      “Yeah,” Garreth said with a nod. 

      “Have you had your lunch? Margery and the other cooks outdid themselves today. Beef and mushroom pies.” 

      “I didn’t have much of an appetite.” He wiped an agitated hand over his newly grown beard, smoothing it down. 

      “Me either. Is something on your mind?”

      “No, no.” He shook his head. “Just…Just wanted to say hello.”

      Hope welled in my heart that there might still be a friendship for us, somewhere deep dow, but I knew better than to bet on it. Because though I never looked inside people’s minds, lies were very hard for me to miss. They jumped out at me, like fish leaping in a stream. 

      Lie.

      “Have you, uh…” Garreth took a deep breath and tried again. “Have you learned more about the Clarion and the Giants since the other night?” 

      There it was. The truth. 

      “No,” I said. “I haven’t gone back.”

      “Why not?”

      “I was just telling Jo about this actually. I have responsibilities here. When the hay is brought in, I’ll go back in time and find out more about it. There’s no rush.” 

      “But I thought they planned to sound it again? The Clarion? That’s what you said.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. If they do, then they do. It’s not up to me.”

      “But what if they shouldn’t sound it?” 

      “I don’t deal in what-ifs, Garreth. You know that.” 

      “Of course you do.” Real emotion showed on his face for the first time in a long time. Annoyance, fear. “What if they’re going to bring about some catastrophe? Don’t you think it would be important to know that before it’s too late?”

      I stepped a little closer, holding onto his outburst like a lifeline. For the first time in two years, we were having a real conversation. “I don’t get to decide those things, Garreth. I’m not a god.” 

      “Like hell,” Garreth hissed. “If you have the ability to act, you do it. That’s what you always taught me. That’s why⁠—” 

      He broke off. There was no need for him to finish his sentence. We both knew what he meant. It had been my teachings about ability and duty that had led him to stab a woman who looked like a child. Another me from another world.

      It had ruined his life and saved everyone else’s. 

      “Have you spoken to your father about this?” I asked in a low voice. 

      “No.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and breathed deeply. 

      “What about Elana?” 

      His mother had been the only one to really connect with him since Sasha’s attack. 

      “She told me to talk to you.” He let out a humorless laugh. “She’s been trying to get me to talk to you for ages. I can’t get her to stop.”

      “Elana is a very determined woman. And she’s usually right.” 

      “Don’t inflate her ego. Please.” 

      “Your mother doesn’t have an ego,” I said. “She’s too practical.” 

      In the distance, Elana’s red hair flashed in the sun. Her tall frame was perfect for wielding a scythe, and she stood in a long line of people cutting their way through the hay and laying it out to dry. 

      “She was one of my first friends here, you know,” I said. “When I first came here, she took a chance on me. I’ll never for⁠—” 

      The word died on my lips. The thought died in my mind. Everything went too bright, too loud, too hot, too sharp, too soft. 

      What was this feeling? This horrible sensation of sound? It filled me up so I couldn’t feel or think about anything else. My hands hovered around my aching head, and my mouth gaped. I tried to breathe—tried and failed. The only air that escaped was a strangled “Ahh…” 

      I fell to my knees, and vaguely I knew that Garreth sank next to me, gripping his own head in agony. 

      “Gwenna!” 

      Sound—real sound. John’s voice, calling out my name in the wind. 

      But this phantom noise in my head—it was the Clarion again. Just like the other night, it filled me up from across the world. 

      Next to me, Garreth pressed his forehead to the ground, clutching his hair. He let out a strangled grunt of pain and incomprehension. I tried to crawl toward him, to help him in any way I could, but it was too difficult to focus. 

      How was he reacting this way? I thought he couldn’t hear it. He had said he couldn’t hear it!

      “Gwenna!” John skidded to a halt next to me. 

      His strong arms were like ghosts against my skin. Just an echo of reality. The world was nothing in comparison with the sound. 

      “Is it happening?” another voice cried out. It was familiar, female. Josephine? Maybe. 

      Several sets of feet trampled the stringy grass. More people gathered around us, wanting to help Garreth and me while we writhed on the ground in pain. We couldn’t even scream. 

      John cradled me against his solid chest and pulled my hair away from my face, but it didn’t matter. I couldn’t see. There was nothing to see. There was only the sound. Only the Clarion’s terrible note. 

      “Just breathe,” he whispered in my ear. “Just keep breathing. It will stop.” 

      All we could do was wait, and eventually, John’s words became true. It did stop. The Clarion’s note died away, leaving only the worried murmurs of the people who had gathered around us, Aelin’s angry crying, and the roaring cicadas in the tree.

      I sucked in a huge breath of air and lifted my head. Garreth met my gaze, his eyes wide and terrified. 

      “Everybody back!” Kerric’s voice boomed over the crowd as he pushed forward. “Give them room.” 

      The mass of people backed away a few steps, and Elana hurried forward next. She joined Josephine next to Garreth. 

      “What happened? Are you okay?” his mother asked. 

      But Garreth ignored her. He held my stare, and a silent understanding passed between us. 

      Garreth wasn’t just a block. He was something so much more, something none of us could have ever guessed. Because if he was as affected by the Clarion’s note as I was, that meant he was like me.

      He was something other. 

      “Gwen, the Giants,” John said in an undertone. 

      “Oh.” I breathed, and the spell holding my gaze to Garreth broke. 

      John shook my shoulders. “Come on. Let’s go.” 

      He was right. The time had come, just like I had said it would. Somehow, I had convinced myself it would take weeks or even months for them to sound it again. But it had only been three days. 

      I rose on shaky legs and held out a hand to Josephine, who didn’t hesitate. She passed Aelin to Kerric, and the baby immediately began yanking on her uncle’s beard with delight. Then, with John on one side and Josephine on the other, I pulled us back through the void toward that far off land.
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